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TEACHING THE MENTALLY RETARDED
SIGN LANGUAGE
GEORGE F. SUTHERLAND, M.D.
JOHN W. BECKETT, R.N., B.S

The enigma of learning sign language may be illustrated
by the problem confronting a friend many years ago, who
went as a salesman to China without knowing the language.

The first thing he did was to engage a teacher to help him
learn Chinese. However, the teacher knew only Chinese! No
other teacher was available so he had to be satisfied with that

one. The teacher came everyday to visit him and, of course,
the salesman did not understand what was said. Then one day
while they were walking on the street a dog suddenly rushed
toward them and began barking. The teacher kept repeating
something peculiar pointing at the dog. Instantly it dawned
on the salesman what the teacher had said: "The dog barks
at us." This was the beginning of how he was able to master

Chinese. From there on, it progressed in easy steps: dog barks,
walks, runs, lies down; the man walks, runs, argues, fights,
etc. This example illustrates how the deaf may learn to "talk"
using the sign language.

Through fortuitous circumstances the opportunity to
teach the deaf-mute retardates presented itself at Rosewood

State Hospital through a Federal Grant from the Health, Edu
cation, and Welfare Department. The grant was awarded to
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Rev. Mathis, an Episcopal Minister to the deaf community of
Baltimore, who recruited Mrs. Amberg, a civic minded citizen
also deaf, to conduct the program for a six month period. Sub

sequently it was taken over by the Rosewood State Hospital
and Mrs. Amberg continues to carry on with the program.

The entire project was an attempt to study whether deaf
patients at Rosewood State Hospital could be taught commu
nication and sign language. Certain employees of the hospital
were invited to participate in the program.

This is a report following eighteen months of training the
deaf-mute retardate in the use of manual language.

The class was begun with twelve known deaf mute pa
tients of the Institution ranging from seven to forty-one years

of age. The students had been tested using the Peabody Pic
ture Vocabulary and other usable visual psychological exami
nations. Only two of the number had an ability to read.
METHOD

The available I.Q.'s were recorded as above fifty. With
this information, the group was divided based on the quotients
obtained. Each class was composed of three to five students.
At first, we started with three classes scheduled two days
a week with an hour devoted to each group. Later we found

the length of time was too taxing on their attention span and
so we reduced this time from an hour to three-quarters of an
hour for each class, three times a week.

The teacher used as illustrations, the available surround

ings and pictures from current magazines by pointing at them
and giving the "sign" for that particular subject. After the
student had learned one sign she would move to another, tak

ing about two or three subjects each day. The next session
she would review those signs for some indication of their re
tention ability and then add one or two more. And that is how
the classes have continued to the present day. Gradually the
students began to associate pictures and objects with the

signs. Together with their performance and recognition of
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The teacher is showing the student "A

these signs, fingerspelling was added and some are slowly
learning this technique. The alphabet has been introduced to
them by means of using their own names, and they are now
able to respond to the finger spelling of them.
RESULTS

At the end of twelve months, the students were in class
two and one-quarters hours a week. They were able to dis
tinguish and perform approximately 300 signs and engage in
short conversational sentences of about three to five words

each. These signs and sentences include:
1.
2.
8.
4.

Nouns: people, plants, animals, etc.
Adjectives: happy, sad, pretty, awful, etc.
Verbs: closing, opening, running, walking, etc.
Adverbs: fast, slowly, how, where, etc.

5.

Sentences:

a.
b.
c.

How are you?
What is your nam.e?
My name is
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Stand up, please.

e.

Sit down, please.

f.

Close the door.

After eighteen months most students were able to carry
on a conversation using the words that they had learned, such
i

as:

"I work (yesterday) today (tomorrow) in house with
him." Note: In conversation there is no inflection of the verb;
the indefinite and definite article is left out.

The Psychology Department was asked to evaluate the
students. It was the consensus that the previous tests admin
istered before the course was begun, were not valid. Re-test

ing of students was done by Mr. P. James Sherry, Mr. Gerald
P. Wolf, and Dr. Renee Fuller, Chief Psychologist, using the
Leiter International Performance Scale. Results of tests were
as follows:

2

(30-39 I.Q.)

2 (40-49 I.Q.)
4

(50-59 I.Q.)

2 (60-69 I.Q.)
0

(70-79 I.Q.)

1

(80-89 I.Q.)

In general the progress made by the students corresponds
with the I.Q.'s, however, one of those having the lowest score

(30-39) is able to converse while the other merely repeats
and imitates.

It soon became evident that the students did not know

the days of the week, how many days in the month, nor how
to tell time. Besides the rudiments of speech the instructor
has to teach "numbers", arithmetic, etc.
Gradually the students seemed more relaxed in class and

are eager to talk with the teacher about various "cottage
events before formal classes begin. They are more attentive
and we feel it is because they are now more aware of what is
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going on and able to communicate this, or they are able to
express their thoughts in a way that is understood by someone
else. Their behavior has changed slowly, and shows itself in
their being more friendly, more cooperative, eager to partici
pate and to learn more. Their attention span seems to be im
proving; their own peculiar mannerisms are being replaced
with conventional manual signs. However, when excited, there
is, understandably, a tendency to quickly resort to old habits.

The students are doing fine and are getting passing

grades. The staff have not done as well. Most of them drop
ped out in about two months when it became apparent that,
although communication and association was based on Eng
lish, the learning presented the same difficulties as thinking
in a foreign language.
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